DIOCESAN NORMS FOR PARISH PASTORAL COUNCILS
JANUARY 1, 1987
PREAMBLE:
When the Second Vatican Council chose the term People of God as one of its expressions of
the mystery of the Church, it re-opened a perspective on the nature of the Church. It placed a
renewed emphasis upon the role of each member in the life and mission of the Church. Among other
responsibilities, the members are called to share their wisdom for the building of the faith
community.
This sharing is not a new concept in the Church. Sections of Old Testament literature explore the
meaning of wisdom in our human endeavors. These same writings develop the concept of
CONSULTATION with inspiration and insight. We are told that a wise man's counsel is a living
spring (1) and that we should prepare our words well so that others will listen (2). Proverbs tells us
that we will fail without guidance, but we will find security with many counselors (3). Proverbs also
tell us that plans will succeed when the counselors are many (4).
Over the centuries the wisdom concepts, inherited from sacred scripture, gave way to
structures, protocols and temporal matters. Through the Second Vatican Council, our Church Fathers
brought about a refocusing of who we are as Church. We are reminded of Christ's mission and that
we share this mission as part of the Church, the Body of Christ. In the communitarian spirit, we are
all empowered and even sometimes obliged to express opinions and offer counsel on those things
which pertain to the good of the Church (5). The revised Code of Canon Law, promulgated in 1983,
has clarified and amplified the spirit of the Second Vatican Council.
The Church reminds us that the pastoral care of the faithful is a trust and responsibility that
flows from the diocesan bishop to the pastor (6). In parity, the pastor is accountable to the bishop for
shepherding the faithful in pursuit of the mission of Christ. He has a moral responsibility to make the
best possible pastoral decisions when considering the life of the faith community. In the decisionmaking process he considers the many institutions - the Pastoral Council and the Finance Council (7)
whose express purpose is to provide counsel to the pastor. These two unique groups are a part of the
pastoral decision-making process because of the special expertise and responsibility that exists
among the people of God (8) and also because of the wisdom of seeking and embracing consultation.
In his ministry each pastor embraces the tradition of consultation by calling a pastoral
Council and Finance Council into reality. Once the two councils exist, he seeks their individual and
collective opinion, as well as their consensus (9). Lay persons, on the other hand, consider seriously
their call to serve the parish community as counselors. They commit themselves to providing the best
possible counsel which is a result of prayer, reflection and dialogue as well as study, research and
consultation with other parishioners.
The Pastoral Council and Finance Council function in a manner consistent with the norms of
the Diocese (10). The norms for parish pastoral Councils in the Diocese of Galveston-Houston are
respectfully presented herein.
A Pastoral Council is to be established and is to be operative in every parish in the Diocese of
Galveston-Houston.
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NATURE AND PURPOSE:
The Pastoral Council is to be a representative body of the faithful whose focus is on the
whole community - its beliefs, its hopes, its joys, its needs, its sorrows, its concerns, its gifts and its
pursuit of the mission of the Church.
The Council provides a means for uniting the parish community in expressing its collective
wisdom concerning pastoral plans and activities.
By reason of its existence, the Pastoral Council must read and reflect the "signs-of-the-times"
to those planning or implementing pastoral activities in the parish.
By the fact that it is convoked by the pastor, the Pastoral Council must respond to his call and
questions and offer the best consultation possible.
The Pastoral Council's task is counsel and consultation. Thus, the members of this group,
along with the pastor, are called to reflect and consider pastoral issues for the common good and for
the future. Their role is to understand, to reflect carefully and prayerfully and to seek consensus.
Although, there will be times when circumstances will prevent the Council from reaching a
consensus.
CONSULTATION:
Consultation acknowledges that all the Christian faithful share, in diverse ways, the mission
of Christ.
Consultation accepts that each of the Christian faithful is formed, re-formed and endowed by the
Spirit with qualities and gifts that can strengthen the community.
Consultation recognizes that both the ordained and the non-ordained have distinct roles - that
the ordained priesthood and the common priesthood of the faithful are different not only in degree
but in essence. The roles of each are complementary in community because of their common bond in
the Body of Christ.
Because of its representative nature and consultative roles; because it has been uniquely
provided by the Church and convoked by the pastor; and because of its consensus seeking process,
the Pastoral Council should be a distinct group. The Pastoral Council function should not be assigned
to a group which has a different assignment within the parish.
THE PASTOR:
The pastor, as the chief governing person and accountable to the Bishop, must preside (11) at
the Pastoral Council meetings and participate in its activities.
The pastor is called to consultation by the Church. In this call, he must:
•

in turn, call the Pastoral Council and seek counsel on pastoral (12) matters
affecting the life of the parish;

•

experience and participate in the interaction that follows;

•

be open, respectful and receptive to the voice or voices of the parishioners; and

•

weigh seriously and respond appropriately to the collective wisdom or consensus of
the Pastoral Council.
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As presider, the pastor should:
•

Make every effort to insure that the membership is truly representative of the
whole parish community.

•

Assist in the proper formation, training and orientation of all Council members.

• Insure that the Council's concerns reflect the whole Church - diocesan and universal
- and its mission.
• Facilitate Council members building their own community of faith, trust and
respect.
• Assist in the preparation of Council agenda.
Normally the pastor should not act contrary to the counsel given, especially when there is a
consensus. However, in matters that violate Church teaching or discipline, or in matters contrary to
diocesan policy, the pastor, after appropriate explanation to the Council, must withhold acceptance.
In cases of non-acceptance of counsel, for whatever reason, appeals may be made to the diocesan
bishop or his designee for clarification, consideration or arbitration.
When the pastor leaves a parish through transfer, retirement or death, all formal activity of the
Pastoral Council ceases until the new pastor or assigned administrator reconvenes the Council.
COUNCIL MEMBERSHIP:
Council members must:
•

be registered in the parish;

•

have demonstrated a commitment to the parish community;

•

be in full communion with the Catholic Church;

•

commit themselves to spiritual growth;

•

commit themselves to skills development as part of the Christian leadership process;

•

be willing to commit the necessary time and energy to offer effective consultation

Council members are to be determined by the parish community using an appropriate process.
In addition, the Pastor may supplement the Council by appointing other members for balanced
representation of the parishioners. The number of such appointments may not exceed one-third of the
number of members determined by the parish community.
It is important that the parochial vicar participate in Pastoral Council meetings. His role is
distinct from that of parish staff persons employed by the pastor due to his appointment by the Bishop
to serve as "co-worker with the pastor in common counsel and endeavor with him and also under his
authority (13)." The parochial vicar shares in the pastoral care of the parish and assists the pastor in his
pastoral duties.
The Pastoral Council provides consultation and support to the parish staff. These staff members
assist the pastor in the administration of various parish programs. In light of their administrative role, it
seems inappropriate that they would also serve as members of a body whose express purpose is counsel
and consultation.
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THE COUNCIL ITSELF:
Each Council should determine its leadership by an appropriate process. Such leadership should
include a Chairperson, Vice-Chairperson and Recorder.
Because of the Council's unique existence, there is a perpetual eliciting of the needs and
concerns of the community. Each Council, therefore, has the dual obligation to perceive and to
deliberate. Thus, each Council should meet monthly as well as when called by the pastor or Council
leadership.
Each Council is to develop its own organizational and functional guidelines. These guidelines
make clear the purpose and role of the Council as well as the size of the Council, membership criteria
and selection process, term of office, in-service education, when meetings occur and Council
leadership.
Each Council member must make a special effort to understand and to implement the
consultative process. In this process, each member is to share his/her wisdom regarding the issue
being considered. Although a common conclusion among the members is not required when
functioning as a consultative body, the process of seeking consensus is very helpful in providing
quality consultation.
Each Council must take time to develop spiritually so as to be more keenly aware of the
Spirit's presence and functioning within the Council and within the whole parish community.
APPROVED AND PROMULGATED:

Most Reverend Joseph A. Fiorenza
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